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Verdi Sings Erminia Frezzolini 
Mary Ann Smart, University of California at Berkeley 
Armgart: [Gluck] sang, not listened: every linked note 
Was his immortal pulse that stirred in mine, 
And all my gladness is but part of him. 
Give me the wreath. 
(She crowns the bust of Gluck.) 
Leo: (sardonically) Ay, ay, but mark you this: 
It was not part of him- that trill you made 
In spite of me and reason! 
-George Eliot, Armgart (1870) 
W hen the diva heroine of George Eliots verse drama Armgart describes her communion with Gluck during a performance of Orfeo ed Euridice, she 
invokes several familiar rhetorical figures concerning perfor-
mance and re-creation. Not only does she display her sub-
servience to the composer's spirit by draping a bust with a 
wreath-and the fact that one is so conveniently at hand 
must be another sign of her esteem. Armgart also describes 
her performance in terms that subordinate her voice almost 
completely to the composer's: Gluck sang through her, his 
very pulse coursed in her veins. l These are comfortable sen-
timents, gracefully expressed, and the devotee of Middlemarch 
and Daniel Deronda might be forgiven for feeling disappoint-
ment at the "sardonic" and gawkily-phrased response 
Armgart receives from her teacher, Leo. The inelegant lan-
guage and limping meter that comes with Leos ungracious 
reminder-that Armgart also altered Gluck's music by adding 
embellishments-may be a sign that Eliot is not at her best, 
but this small literary breakdown may also signal an aspect of 
performance-the intervention of the singer into the creative 
(or recreative) process-for which no such neatly turned 
expressions and pretty words exist.2 
This friendly argument captures a tension that lies at the 
center of most relationships between composer and singer. 
The struggle for primacy between the composer's written text 
and the adjustments necessary to bring it alive in perfor-
mance is a constant of operatic history, a tension that became 
particularly acute around the time of Eliot's play, in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century, as the operatic text 
became less improvisatory and less flexible. Verdi was, of 
course, a central figure in this aesthetic shift, not only 
because he gradually assumed a professional status from 
which he could exert control over performances of his works, 
13 
but also because he articulated his attitudes to singers so 
copiously and so persuasively in his correspondence. As is 
well known, the period around Macbeth was something of a 
turning point: the selection of a cast had never been so 
important to shaping Verdi's first compositional impulses, but 
it was also at this time that the composer began to insist that 
his scores not be altered in performance and became reluc-
tant to supply singers with substitute arias tailored to their 
needs.3 
Verdi's growing insistence on control over his scores 
moved more or less in parallel with a larger movement 
toward valuing the work over the singer. However, as is usu-
ally the case with such broad cultural shifts, this evolution 
unfolded in fits and starts, so that numerous exceptions leap 
to mind, from the persistence of added embellishments well 
into the age of recorded sound to Verdi's occasional willing-
ness to cater to singers-in the initial stages of composition, 
if no longer in post-premiere alterations-as late as Falstaff.4 
Broad surveys tend to obscure the indirect paths by which 
backstage hierarchies and audience taste gradually tilted away 
from the singer. I would like to untangle some of these con-
tradictions by pulling at a single thread, focusing on the crit-
ical reception of Erminia Frezzolini, whose career spanned 
roughly the period in question, from a triumphant debut in 
1838 to a much-postponed retirement around 1880 after 
many coolly received comeback attempts. During a briet 
period in the early 1840s Frezzolini-one of Verdis favorite 
sopranos and the creator of Giselda in I lombardi and of 
Giovanna d'Arco-was wildly popular in the early 1840s, but 
she continued to perform long after her voice began to show 
signs of strain.s An unhappy early marriage to a tenor and a 
taste for playing the stock market prevented her from follow-
ing the happiest trajectory of the nineteenth-century soprano: 
marrying minor nobility and retiring early.6 Frezzolini's vocal 
decline naturally colored responses to her later performances, 
but at the same time her critics, after about 1850, seem so 
caught up in nostalgia for a "lost generation" ot great singers 
that their remarks become less criticisms of this particular 
faded voice than elegies for an entire style. It is this tenden-
cy to treat Frezzolini as a symbol of larger aesthetic move-
ments that intrigues me; and my purpose in trying to sum-
mon her voice from the past will be double: to trace her long 
career as a metaphor for a general change in performance 
practice, especially as it touches on florid singing and added 
ornamentation, and to explore how Verdi's pulse may have 
"sung through" her in the two roles he composed for her at 
the peak of her career. 
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Frezzolini is known to contemporary musicology mainly 
as the first performer of Giseldas preghiera from Act I of I lom-
bardi, an aria so unusual that an appeal to the special quali-
ties of its first interpreter has seemed almost inevitable. Both 
Julian Budden and Roger Parker have noted that the piece's 
harmonies and scoring, and especially its almost complete 
absence of vocal ornamentation, set it apart in Verdis early 
style; the bareness of the vocal line also makes it anomalous 
as an entrance aria, where a prima donna would usually 
expect more of a chance to show off her technique. 
Attempting to account for the number's idiosyncrasies, 
Budden advises: 
In contemplating this astonishing piece of music, one of the 
strangest entrance arias to be given to any leading soprano, we 
should remember the special qualities of Giselda's creator, 
Erminia Frezzolini. A young singer gifted with a pure fresh voice 
and perfect legato, she belonged to the generation of sopranos 
which in time was to lead Verdi and his contemporaries away 
from the more florid style of vocal writing. It was for her that 
Verdi composed what is perhaps the finest of his early soprano 
roles, Giovanna d'Arco.7 
Parker has carried the possible connection between the aria 
and its first interpreter further, surveying Frezzolinis early 
career and perusing reviews for evidence of the qualities that 
might have inspired Verdi to this stylistic departure; the 
singer he discovers there may have appealed to Verdi, he sug-
gests, for her "simplicity and dramatic truth, the lack of exag-
geration or artificiality that seems to have been a hallmark of 
her dramatic gestures. "B 
As we shall discover, a simple and unadorned vocal style 
was actually the one virtue Frezzolini did not possess, but the 
perception of her voice that hes behind Budden's and Parkers 
comments on the "Salve Maria" can probably be traced pri-
marily to a single Verdian authority, Emanuele Muzios oft-
quoted letter comparing jenny Lind's style unfavorably with 
Frezzolinis: 
[Lind'.s] trills are incomparable; her agility unequalled, and 
generally, in order to show off her vocal bravura, she strays into 
fioriture, gruppetti and trills-things people enjoyed in the last 
century, but not in 1847. We Italians are not accustomed to this 
style; and if la Lind came to Italy, she would abandon the mania 
she has for embellishments and sing simply, since she has a voice 
even and flexible enough to sustain a phrase in the manner of la 
Frezzolini.9 
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Considering that Muzio mentions Frezzolini only in a 
subordinate clause and that the only thing he imputes to her 
is an "even and flexible" voice, his praise may have had a dis-
proportionate influence on modem perceptions. This is not 
necessarily to accuse Muzio of inaccuracy: the linking of 
Frezzolini with the latest Italian style is a recurring theme of 
journalistic assessments of the early 1840s. In a short article 
devoted to the singer in 1841, the Allgemeine musikalische 
Zeitung described her as standing at the top of the new crop 
of Italian singers, who substitute forceful dramatic truth for 
displays of mere technical skill. IO A series of "Etudes et 
notices biographiques" published that year in the Revue et 
gazette musicale takes the same line, grouping Frezzolini with 
her husband, the tenor Antonio Poggi, and baritone Giorgio 
Ronconi as the leaders of a new generation. I I Even ten years 
later, when Frezzolini may already have been disappointing 
these early hopes, the Paris critic Marie Escudier echoes the 
assessment, chastising her for trying to imitate the virtuosic 
style of Fanny Persiani (the first Lucia di Lammermoor), and 
insisting that Frezzolini is "anything but a light soprano," her 
strengths being spianato singing and a melancholy expressiv-
ity that "penetrates the soul. "12 
These early reviews, while characteristically silent about 
technical matters, depict a coterie of young singers led by 
Frezzolini, set to scale new heights of dramatic truth through 
a simple, direct manner of singing and acting. From our cur-
rent historical vantage point this is an appealing view, placing 
both Frezzolini and the operas Verdi wrote for her as impor-
tant in the emergence of "modern" attitudes to the relation-
ship among composer, singer, and operatic work. However, 
when we turn to the roles Frezzolini specialized in, a type of 
evidence both more direct and more difficult to interpret than 
reviews, a different profile emerges. At the height of her 
career, Frezzolini's repertoire seems to have been remarkable 
for its narrowness, with repeated outings in two old-fash-
ioned and very florid roles-Bellini's Beatrice di Tenda (the 
role in which she had made her debut in Florence in 1838) 
and Donizettis Lucrezia Borgia-making up the bulk of her 
appearances. Besides these two cavalli di battaglia, Frezzolini 
frequently sang similar roles in Donizetti's Lucia di 
Lammennoor and Gemma di Vergy, as well as Mercadante's 
Elena da Feltre. She seems to have "tried on" new parts, such 
as Anna Bolena and Alaide in Bellini's La straniera, only to dis-
card them after a single season, perhaps because unsuited to 
her style. This is hardly suprising, since the unusual dramat-
ic intensity required of Donizetti's heroine and the spartan 
arioso style of Bellinis radical experiment with canto declama-
to are sharply at odds with the agility and delicacy of 
Frezzolini'.s preferred roles. Rather more unexpectedly, in the 
late 1850s she broadened her repertoire, performing, for 
example, in Rigoletto and II trovatore (both roles that fit neat-
ly with the vocal profile she had established over the previous 
decade) at the Theatre Italien in Paris. But even during this 
period, when control over the roles she took on was probably 
constrained by declining popularity and the deterioration of 
her voice, Frezzolini managed to maintain her specialization 
in florid parts, singing in Linda di Chamounix, I puritani, and 
La sonnambula for the first time around 1850. 
The impression of a singer whose greatest success lay in 
the florid ornamentation of 1830s bel canto roles is support-
ed by the most detailed discussion I have found of Frezzolini's 
voice, an 1848 article in the Gazzetta musicale di Milano, 
signed "R." The author describes Frezzolini as having a range 
from low B-flat to high D-flat, but with a very weak chest reg-
ister and a colorless, inflexible middle. The whole lower 
range, he argues, had been sacrificed to her remarkably 
developed head voice: in this top register she could create any 
effect, at any dynamic level. Most interesting of all, "R." 
asserts rather contemptuously that this unevenness, this lack 
of a core to her voice, meant that even at the peak of her pow-
ers, in her favorite roles, Frezzolini could earn her ovations 
only in parts adapted to flatter her strengths: 
[In) scores not expressly written for her, she does not draw sin-
cere applause except in variations or fioriture she has introduced 
herself, and which she has had to graft onto the score for the 
express purpose of pleasing you. Recall Beatrice di Tenda, 
remember Lucrezia Borgia, think carefully of the performer and 
the applause she received: you will see that, with only a few 
exceptions, every ovation followed a passage that does not 
appear in the score. ( .. . ) Her forces are so limited that, with the 
exception of three or four roles, it is impossible for Frezzolini to 
sing parts not intended expressly for her! t3 
Perhaps even more intriguing than this slightly pathetic 
picture of a Frezzolini required to adapt every role to camou-
flage her vocal flaws is the fact that "R." disapproves of this 
practice on aesthetic grounds.14 He specifically criticizes the 
"Baroque fioriture" that Frezzolini has introduced into the 
rondo finale of Beatrice di Tenda, arguing that: 
La Frezzolini has too much intelligence not to realize that her 
performance of this emotional, touching aria is completely 
absurd from the aesthetic point of. view. It is a bitter parody. 
How could Beatrice, exhausted, dying, about to be dragged to the 
scaffold (. .. ), emit this bizarre warbling at such a solemn 
moment? ( ... ) This is where a false education leads: to the sacri-
fice of art for the sake of ones own self-interest. 15 
He further insists, rather self-righteously, that such antics win 
applause only because they are designed to flatter the 
15 
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strongest parts of Frezzolini's voice, and "not because they are 
superior to the original...because the Milanese public has a 
just and universal distaste for such variations."16 Even if we 
dismiss this last remark as motivated by regional pride, it is 
clear that "R." has positioned himself as modern and 
Frezzolini as old-fashioned: the singer is mired in an outdat-
ed style of florid performance that "sacrifices true art to indi-
vidual interest"; the critic articulates a lofty commitment to 
the dramatic "truth" of the unadorned line. 
2 
While R's pronouncements would seem to carry us into a 
future where a composer's "original" score had quasi-sacred 
authority, I would like to turn back for a moment to the 
prime of Frezzolini's career, to re-evaluate her influence on 
Verdi in light of this revised assessment of her performing 
style-a view that sees her as perhaps more likely to share 
jenny Lind's "mania" for ornaments than to correct it. Clearly, 
"R."'s assessment, combined with the evidence of Frezzolini's 
favorite roles, makes it nearly impossible to connect her with 
the peculiarities of the preghiera in I lombardi; indeed, the 
preghiera's stark melodic line almost seems designed for a 
singer with diametrically opposed qualities. These initial 
doubts are reinforced by the character of the soprano part in 
I lombardi as a whole: the role of Giselda is such a kaleido-
scope of contrasting styles that a characterization tailored to 
suit the style of a single singer seems unlikely. While the Act 
II rondo has a slow movement of a delicate and florid charac-
ter, its coda full of what might almost be called "Frezzolinian" 
vocal embroidery, the last-act aria "Non fu sogno" adopts a 
more vigorous but equally virtuosic tone.17 Only in the 
ensembles is there any echo of the syllabic declamation and 
stripped-down melodic line of the preghiera. 
Despite the disproportionate influence the style of the 
"Salve Maria" has exerted on commentators, then, the musi-
cal traces of Frezzolini's voice within I lombardi prove to be 
just as slippery and internally contradictory as the evidence 
of the various journalistic accounts. In one sense this seems 
entirely typical of the quest for any voice of the past century: 
both the musical style of a role and the opinions voiced in 
reviews are subject to so many conflicting pressures and con-
tingencies that they must be incomplete and unreliable as his-
torical evidence. But rather than giving up in despair or 
(what amounts to the same thing) conceding that all history 
is mere conjecture, perhaps the conflicting accounts can be 
reconciled, at least provisionally. 
It seems clear that recent commentators, impressed by 
the anticipatory modernism of the "Salve Maria," have been 
both too eager to value its style over that of the rest of I lom-
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bardi and, perhaps led by Muzio's impressive credentials as a 
Verdian confidant, to draw conclusions based on a few, pos-
sibly inaccurate reviews. And while there may be no alterna-
tive but to conclude that Muzio himself was simply wrong, or 
too caught up in a desire to criticize Jenny Lind, the other 
accounts of Frezzolini's usimple" or udirect" style are easier to 
reconcile with UR."'s more specific critique of her perfor-
mances. We can do no more than speculate, but it seems 
possible, especially given the tendency of contemporary crit-
ics to value acting over vocal technique and the bias against 
affectation on the stage, that the critics were responding pri-
marily to a quality of Frezzolini's acting, perhaps a simplicity 
of gesture or facial expression that for them overrode the 
fussiness of her vocal delivery. ls 
Indeed, a strong, unmannered actress with an agile vocal 
instument is exactly the profile that Verdi seems to have had 
in mind when he composed the role of Giovanna d'Arco for 
Frezzolini, a year after the premiere of I lombardi. If the role 
of Giselda is a pastiche of vocal styles, the music Verdi wrote 
for Giovanna is more coherent in both the technical demands 
it makes on the voice and in overall style, perhaps reflecting 
the fact that in the course of composing and rehearsing I lom-
bardi not only in Milan but also in Senigallia, Verdi had 
gained a deeper knowledge of a singer he had previously 
heard only a handful of times.19 Not only the homogeneity 
of the vocal style in Giovanna, but also the occasional dis-
junction between the florid grace of the music and the fierce 
sentiments Giovanna is required to express as a military 
leader suggest that Verdi was catering to Frezzolini's particu-
lar vocal qualities. In Giovanna's entrance aria, for example, 
the heroine's appeal to the heavens for a sword to lead her 
ANDANTE 
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people into battle is surprisingly docile, its melodic line laden 
with the conventionally feminine wiles of delicate fioritura.20 
Indeed, the cavatina seems so suited to Frezzolini's voice 
as described by UR." that it is almost irresistible to indulge in 
some circular reasoning, moving backward from the music to 
a more detailed image of Frezzolini's voice. Stronger even 
than the sense of agility or of a high register that eclipses the 
other ranges is the impression of a fragile voice, one that must 
be treated with care. Throughout the aria, high notes are 
mostly reached by step or small leap and are sung softly, the 
melodic line emerges from a chain of ornamental tum and 
appoggiatura figures, the orchestral accompaniment is light, 
and the range never descends below the E above middle C. 
As Giovanna expresses her desire for a sword (mm 14-26), 
Verdi injects a suitably martial intensity, but he does so with-
out straining or overwhelming the voice. Most of the military 
effects come from the orchestra's sharp rhythmic motive as 
Giovanna muses over her last line (mm 18-19); the single 
dramatic vocal gesture, repeated three times, the leap up to A 
and then B above the staff (mm 16, 17, and 21), gains in 
effect from the lyrical, conjunct motion of the surrounding 
context. Even the form seems designed to flatter Frezzolini's 
agility: the movement closes with a fioritura-laden coda 
almost equal in length to the rest of the movement. The aria 
plays to maximum effect on the vocal qualities that had 
earned Frezzolini such praise in her performances of Lucrezia 
and Beatrice, but it perhaps also exploits her vocal deficien-
cies, resulting in a female warrior far more nuanced than, for 
example, the shouting Amazon Verdi was to create for Sofia 
Loewe in Attila the following year. 
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Even during rehearsals for Giovanna, Frezzolini had 
begun to show signs of the vocal flaws that were to trouble 
"R." and send her career into premature decline; Muzio 
reported that she no longer sang with her former force and 
energy and that she was "always in tears because she says her 
voice isn't what it used to be."21 Negative reports began to 
pour in a few years later when Frezzolini reached Paris, one 
of several cities where she tried to revive her flagging career. 
An 1850 review by Pierangelo Fiorentino reinforces this sense 
of fragility: he worries that an over-taxing role or an insensi-
tive orchestra could be the end of her. Even more revealing-
ly, however, Fiorentino voices what has by now become a 
familiar complaint: 
Her middle range is rather covered and tired-sounding, but her 
high notes are very beautiful and very pure. Perhaps she overus-
es them a bit; she multiplies the most brilliant and most difficult 
passages; sometimes she changes slightly the character of the 
piece she is singing. But it is true that she has energy, range, and 
elan, and that she puts her soul even into her vocalises.22 
An irate Theatre-Italien subscriber who wrote to the the-
atres director around 1860 complaining about Frezzolinis re-
engagement for the coming season takes the same line: 
It is with bitter regret that we see our pleasure lessened when 
these beautiful roles are massacred and most often obscured alto-
gether: Mme. Frezzolini has the habit of skipping the passages 
that her throat so often refuses to sing-unless it is perhaps sim-
ply her caprice that resists them.23 
Even more than Fiorentino's review, this letter suggests 
that the terms of the composer-singer hierarchy had been 
decisively overturned: although fans might continue to enjoy 
some light added embellishment, by the late 1850s-at least 
in Paris-a new respect for the composer and perhaps a 
desire for a greater degree of dramatic realism dictated that 
singers were demoted to mere interpreters, while audiences 
demanded to hear canonic works performed in identical fash-
ion time after time. This notion of a fixed repertory of clas-
sic works in the modem sense brought with it a new atten-
tion to fidelity to the notes as written and a resulting decline 
in singers' latitude to embellish, to be regarded as "co-cre-
ators." 
In this climate, one recurrent detail of Frezzolini's Paris 
reception seems out of place. Even amidst the complaints, 
Frezzolini was by this time regularly discussed in tones of 
almost reverential nostalgia: Marie Escudier described her as 
possessing "the sublime remnants of a talent that once had no 
equal in all of Italy," but invocations of a golden age of bel 
canto were often less elegiac and more historically specific.24 
Accounts of a series of performances of I puritani with 
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Frezzolini at the Theatre-Italien, for example, devoted almost 
as much space to reminiscing about the singers of the famous 
"Puritani quartet" at the premiere twenty years earlier as they 
did to evaluating the current revival.25 While this strong 
streak of retrospection, with its idolization of dead or retired 
singers, might seem to contradict the aggressively modernist 
view of Frezzolini as a dusty relic of a more singer-oriented 
era, such nostalgic enshrinement of a supplanted style may be 
a necessary element of any aesthetic watershed. 
l..acanian critic Michel Poizat has expressed in psychoan-
alytic terms this idea of the opera fan's perpetual state of plea-
surable nostalgia for an irretrievable past: 
Today opera criticism laments the Flagstads, the Melchiors, the 
Thills and the Lubins. Perhaps in a few decades it will be the 
Caballes, Joneses, Pavarottis and Domingos who will be missed, 
since there are no great voices, no great singers, except those of 
the past, as if a voice needed to have been lost to acquire an ide-
alization that imbues it with the nostalgia of a golden age gone 
forever.26 
I would suggest that by the 1860s, although Frezzolini 
was still performing regularly, she had taken on this kind of 
idealized status among her critics. It may be in this capacity, 
as a symbol of a glorious past, that Frezzolini makes an 
appearance in Henry Jamess sentimental satire of late nine-
teenth-century Paris, The American. At the novels turning 
point, the allegorically-named upstart Christopher Newman 
(the "American" of the title) announces that he plans to throw 
a party for the aristocratic Parisian family he desperately 
hopes to impress, with entertainment by "all the best singers 
from the opera," pre-eminent among them Madame 
Frezzolini. As we have seen, two decades earlier such an 
occasion might reasonably have included Frezzolini among 
its stellar cast, but by 186~when the novel is set-she 
would hardly have been the best choice to enhance such an 
atmosphere of celebration. Although her last season at the 
Theatre Italien had been 1864-65, critical reception had been 
cool, and her vocal problems drove her into near-retirement 
(and marriage to a Paris doctor) soon afterward. James may 
simply have picked the name more or less at random-he 
often proclaimed his lack of sensitivity to music27-but, 
whether by accident or design, Frezzolini seems exactly right 
for the occasion: by this stage of her career, she must have 
stood for both a connection to that noble past so proudly 
paraded by Newmans Parisian associates, and perhaps also a 
dignity in the face of humiliation that Newman himself is to 
learn from his contact with the European aristocracy. 
Unfortunately, the party never takes place; we do not 
"hear" Frezzolini sing. But another American author, Mark 
Twain, writing around the same time, gives a description of a 
performance in Naples in the 1860s that perhaps captures a 
sense of what that fictional occasion might have been like: 
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Everybody spoke of the rare sport there was to be. They said the 
theater would be crammed, because frezzolini was going to sing. 
It was said she could not sing well, now, but then the people 
liked to see her, anyhow. .. . every time the woman sang they 
hissed and laughed-the whole magnificent house-and as soon 
as she left the stage they called her on again with applause. Once 
or twice she was encored five and six times in succession, and 
received with hisses when she appeared, and discharged with 
hisses and laughter when she had finished- then instantly 
encored and insulted again! .. . White-kidded gentlemen and 
ladies laughed till the tears came, and clapped their hands in very 
ecstasy when that unhappy old woman would come meekly out 
for the sixth time, with uncomplaining patience to meet a storm 
of hisses!28 
Echoing one of jamess favorite themes, Twain goes on to 
castigate the Neapolitan audience for their cruelty, and to 
assert that the singer's tranquil dignity would have won the 
respect of an American audience. Twain's use of Frezzolini to 
advance his own opinions, to portray his "innocent" 
Americans as superior to corrupt Europeans, is a particularly 
striking appropriation, but the technique is hardly confined 
to literary contexts: as we have seen, "R." was not averse to 
congratulating Milanese taste, and Muzio similarly seems to 
have indulged in some Italian patriotism at the expense of 
jenny Lind and her English fans. 
It is one of the challenges of reception history that even 
journalistic accounts and memoirs tend to reveal as much 
about the preoccupations of the world that shaped them as 
they do of the events they describe . Frezzolinis career was 
long enough for the reception documents that surround her 
to reflect changing attitudes to opera, and to opera singers, 
over several decades. From her early position as a pioneer of 
a new, more direct or unadorned style to her place in the 
1850s as a symbol of a past golden age, Frezzolini even sur-
vived to appear in the press-at least on one occasion-as a 
representative of the modem style that had earlier dismissed 
her. In an article published just after her death in 1884, 
Frezzolini sets forth her feelings about performing: 
I have never been able to step onto the stage without feeling an 
extreme and painful, but at the same time sweet, sensation; but 
this feeling disappears immediately. I submerge myself in my 
part and, until the end of the first act, the public ceases to exist 
in my eyes. I sing for myself, and the hall could empty out com-
pletely, but I would keep singing the rest of the opera for my own 
pleasure, if only the other singers and the orchestra would con-
tinue the performance with me.29 
This was probably a "sound bite" polished for journalists, 
but it reveals a strikingly modem attitude to performance, 
including a focus on psychological depth and on the interior 
dimension of performing that seems at odds with the image 
of Frezzolini we have constructed so far. For while the words 
attributed to her here say nothing about music, about orna-
mentation or interpolated high notes, or otherwise altering a 
score to suit a singers tastes, what is striking about this pas-
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sage is its emphasis on the disappearance of both singer and 
audience as self-conscious, autonomous personalities. The 
ideal articulated here, of singer and audience melting into a 
transcendent musical pleasure seems in a sense both to ele-
vate the composer as creator of this inebriating world and to 
erase the singer: indeed, it is a view of operatic performance 
not far removed from that with which we began, Armgarts 
fantasy of the pulse of the dead Gluck coursing through her 
body. Whether or not Frezzolini ever succeeded in changing 
her style to adapt to this new focus-and as we have seen, 
most reports suggest that she did not-she was nevertheless 
in this one sense swept up in the juggernaut of change, her 
words shaped after her death to reflect the new reality of the 
singer's reduced place in the operatic hierarchy. 
It is tempting to leave Frezzolinis words hanging in the 
air, to let her eloquent anticipation of more recent rhetorics of 
performance stand as a conclusion. But I have left one of the 
most intriguing questions unanswered: the mystery behind 
that anomalous Lombardi prayer. The question could perhaps 
be rephrased as one about what it means for Verdi to "write 
an aria for" a particular singer, a concept that can take on var-
ious inflections depending on the composer's familiarity with 
a voice, and the particular characteristics he may choose to 
emphasize or avoid. Apart from these obvious variables, I 
wonder if the preghiera may have been a wishful or a pre-
scriptive gesture: struck, as so many early critics were, by 
Frezzolinis dramatic intensity, Verdi may have hoped to cap-
italize on this quality while weaning her of her beloved 
embelhshments)O And perhaps-to pursue this fantasy for a 
moment-this attempt to modify her style didn't quite work, 
and in Giovanna d'Arco a year later Frezzolini instead bent 
Verdi to her will, eliciting an aria much more in keeping with 
her characteristic style. This conclusion may not appeal to 
late twentieth-century historians as much as did, some years 
ago, the notion of Frezzolinis voice prodding Verdi to inno-
vation, to an anticipation of his later works, because it 
requires us to relinquish (or at least soften) the picture of 
Verdi as a proto-modemist in Lombardi. But if, by elevating 
Frezzolini in this way, we sacrifice some certainty about 
where to locate Verdi's voice, we may gain something equally 
valuable: a sense of multiple voices-some of them female-
speaking through Verdi's music. 
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